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The Cold War, Nuclear Weapons, and Nuclear Deterrence:
Nuclear Weapons and Crisis Stability:
Does the Nuclear “Crystal Ball” not Break?

YAMADA Yasuhiro

Many scholars have been involved in the discussion on the elements of
stability in the postwar international system since 1986 when John Lewis
Gaddis proclaimed the thesis of “the Long Peace.” The most controversial
issue has been the role of nuclear weapons in the absence of a major war
between the United States and the Soviet Union. This paper presents
opposing arguments against the assertion that nuclear weapons were one
of the major elements of the stability between the two nations. Focusing

on the question of “crisis stability,” I will demonstrate that nuclear
weapons were in fact a destabilizing factor in international crises.

First, pressures to strike first increase in a tense crisis, undermining
crisis stability. In order to “prevail” in a nuclear war, a state has to limit
damages from enemy’s nuclear attacks within an acceptable level. The best
way to limit damages from a nuclear exchange is to strike enemy’s nuclear
forces before the adversary launch a nuclear attack. In addition, the fear
of being attacked first, the vulnerability of nuclear weapons and C°I
systems, the doctrine of counterforce, and the development of highly
accurate nuclear missiles are all likely to increase pressures to strike first.

Second, the development of nuclear forces and the C®I systems has
increased the likelihood of an accidental nuclear war in a crisis. Crisis-
induced accidents in the nuclear age can trigger an unintended war more
likely than they might have done in the pre-nuclear age. Decision-makers

have to decide how to respond to nuclear alarms within minutes. The



no-time-to-waste characteristics brought by the nuclear weapons systems
make an accidental nuclear war through accidents such as false alarms
more likely.

Moreover, the “usability paradox” of nuclear deterrence makes it
difficult to reduce the likelihood of an accidental nuclear war. Credible
nuclear deterrence requires nuclear forces with high readiness. However,
while high readiness of nuclear forces increase the likelihood of an
accidental nuclear war, measures to prevent an accidental nuclear war
decrease the degree of readiness to respond quickly to alerts, and might
lead a state to “lose” a nuclear war. Nuclear weapons have to be usable,
but not too usable.

Finally, this paper argues that nuclear weapons are a major source of
international crises. What caused the Cuban Missile Crisis was not the
Soviet missiles in Cuba, but the U.S. reactions to them. If the Soviet
missiles had not been nuclear missiles, then the United States might not
have reacted in the way it did. Thus, nuclear weapons themselves create a
crisis.

Then, what has prevented international crises escalating to a war
between the superpowers? Has the “crystal ball effect” of nuclear weapons
prevented the major war? It is difficult to see whether it was the fear of
nuclear war or the fear of a major war that caused cautions in the minds
of decision-makers. Even with the “crystal ball effect” of nuclear weapons,
still, nuclear weapons enhance pressures to strike first, increase the
likelihood of accidental wars, therefore, destabilize a crisis. No matter
how much the “crystal ball effect” of nuclear weapons bring cautions to
leaders of the two nations, accidents over which the leaders do not have
control can happen and might lead to a nuclear war that nobody wants.
It seems very likely that a good luck is one of the major reasons the

“crystal ball” has not broken yet. To determine to what extent the absence



of major war between the Soviet Union and the United State depended on
a good luck would require further study on how the Soviet Union perceived

the danger of a nuclear war and acted in crises.



